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CHARACTERS: 


SIR ROLLO AN OLD SINNER 

THE DEVIL IMMORTAL 

THE TELLERA VERY ELEGANT PERSON 
MATILDA =YOUNG AND PRETTY 

EDWARD/A BOUNDERYOUNG AND HANDSOME 
BARON RANDALA MIDDLE-AGED SINNER 

THE PRIESTELDERLY 

IGNATIUS/ANOTHER BOUNDERVERY ELDERLY 


SCENE 1. A dark place. The TELLER speaks. 


TELLER. It was that hour of darkest night 
When no one stirs to mortal sight 
Save graveyard ghosts—when common dooms 
Close doors of men and open tombs— 
And all eyes shut but eyes of wicked men: 
In other words, it was just half past ten. 


[The DEVIL enters flying with his tail wrapped around SIR ROLLO's neck.] 
ROLLO. Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh! 


DEVIL. Go on and roar with hurt! 
A soul in pain is my favorite dessert. 


ROLLO. It's hard that they should give me up to you 
When one last ave would have seen me through 
To Heaven. 


DEVIL. How's that? Madness! Why, on earth 
You were the blackest villain given birth. 
A thousand aves couldn't cleanse that stain. 
You're mine for roasting. Come on, shriek with pain. 


[The DEVIL pinches ROLLO.] 


ROLLO. Oh! Oh! It's true! Poor sinner as I am, 
A single ave makes me Heaven's lamb. 
My sister was the Abbess of Chauncilly-- 
Her prayers and good works almost pardoned me. 
Each day in Purgatory saw my woes 
Decrease before my pious sister's prose; 
They took the needles out, turned down the fire, 
And said another prayer cleared me entire. 


DEVIL. And what then? 


ROLLO. Then she died. She died! She died! 
Death meanly choked her last prayer off unsighed. 


TELLER. Sir Rollo wept and whined and wailed a wail— 
His salt tears burned the Devil's forkéd tail. 


DEVIL. It is, in truth, a hard case. Well, no matter; 
I think I'll serve you whole and fried in batter. 


ROLLO. But there are others who might say the prayer. 
My nephew Randal, or his sister, fair 
Matilda. 


DEVIL. You made his life hell while living. 
I really doubt he'd be at all forgiving. 
And fair Matilda—I have heard you shut 
Her in a convent, hanged her lover .. . 


ROLLO. 
I had good reason. Slut! Has she no others? 
DEVIL. A dozen, doubtless. 
ROLLO. And what of my brothers? 


DEVIL. But one's left living. Good Ignatius, 
The prior of St. Albans—one of us, 
My good liege subject, bound to never speak 
A pious word lest I claim his physique. 


ROLLO. And yet, if one of these should pray for me 
I'd go straight up to Heaven, whole and free. 
A single ave... 


DEVIL. Aves in your clan 
Are rarae aves. Ha! That's mortal man: 
Put off until tomorrow, chalk the slate, 
And leave off common sense until too late. 


TELLER. The Devil wagged his tail right waggishly. 


DEVIL. But come, chin up! I'm not so bad, sir. See, 
I'll lay thee any wager you may name 
Not one will help to save you from the flame. 


ROLLO. Your generous offer, sir, I'd gladly take, 
But what has a poor soul like me to stake? 


DEVIL. Each evening, when the day's roasting is done, 
A cup of water's given everyone. 
I will bet thee thy water for a year 


That none of these three will give thee thy prayer. 


ROLLO. Done! 


DEVIL. Done! 


But 


TELLER. The Devil laughed, and off they went, 
Faster than lightning through the firmament! 


[ The DEVIL flies off with ROLLO in tow.] 


SCENE 2. MATILDA's room. A bed, a chair and reading table, a lamp, a large 
window. The DEVIL lands outside the window with ROLLO. 


TELLER. In two shakes they were at Sir Rollo's castle, 
Now held by Randal, a right lowly vassal 
Who made Sir Rollo's sins look white as paint. 
The Devil laughed and pinched the would-be saint. 


DEVIL. Ha ha! 
ROLLO. Oh! 


DEVIL. Tell me now, where shall we start? 
The Baron? The Lady? 


ROLLO. Trust a woman's heart-- 
And hers is open to most any man. 


DEVIL. Come on, then, sir, and do the best you can. 


[ They enter MATILDA's room. MATILDA is at the window, a clock at hand, to 
which she continually refers. She sighs and recites romantically. | 


MATILDA. O Moon, why so pale and wan, O Moon? 
Prithee why so pale? 
Hurry, speed thy race 
And hide thy face. 
My lover will be by me soon 
And must prevail. 


Ah, Edward! 


ROLLO. The jade is up to her old pranks again. 
Matilda! 


[Upon seeing them MATILDA screams and faints. They revive her.] 


MATILDA. Edward? Ah! 
[She faints again.] 


ROLLO. She needs oxygen! 
Stand back, you smell of sulphur! 


[ They revive her again.] 
MATILDA. Edward? Oh! 


ROLLO. Not Edward, your stable-boy Lothario, 
Iam—your uncle! 


MATILDA. Uncle! Rollo? Alive?! 


ROLLO. Stop longing for your lover to arrive. 
I don't have time. I'm heading off to Hell. 


MATILDA. Forgive my fright—death doesn't suit you well. 


ROLLO. For love of Heaven, listen, child—I fear 
I've been in Purgatory suffering this last year. 
I should have been in Heaven now but for 
The want of one short, easy ave more. 


MATILDA. I'll give it you tomorrow, uncle. What's 
The time? 


ROLLO. Forget your sordid lovers' plots! 
Say it tonight! Now! 


MATILDA. Uncle, calm yourself. 
So be it. Fetch my prayer-book off the shelf. 


TELLER. The Devil hopped up, ready to assist, 
But when he touched the holy book, he hissed! 


[The DEVIL takes the book, hisses—it goes up in a flash of flame.] 


DEVIL. Oh! Hotter than my favorite pitchfork! Oh! 
I'll use your fat to grease the blister, Rollo! 


ROLLO. The ave, girl! 


MATILDA. I'll see if I recall. 
I only hope I can remember all. 


[She kneels and recites hesitantly. | 
Ave Maria... 
[EDWARD is heard serenading from outside. ] 


EDWARD. [To bad music.] 
The faithful night keeps watch and ward, 
Raising the moon, her silver shield, 
And summoning the stars to guard 
The slumbers of my fair Mathilde! 


ROLLO. For mercy's sake! The ave, then the song! 


MATILDA. I'll start again. I think I did that wrong. 
Ave Maria gratia plena... Dominus tecum... 


EDWARD. The faithful night! Now all things lie 
Hid by her mantle dark and dim, 
In pious hope I hither hie, 
And humbly chant mine ev'ning hymn. 


DEVIL. You might as well give up, he'll last the night. 


ROLLO. Matilda, please! 


MATILDA. Oh, very well. I'm right 
With "tecum," aren't I? 

ROLLO. Hurry! 

MATILDA. Uncle, please. 
You're mussing up my prettiest chemise. 
Ave Maria— 


EDWARD. Thou art my prayer, my saint, my shrine! 
(For never holy pilgrim kneel'd 
Or wept at feet more pure than thine), 
My virgin love, my sweet Mathilde! 


ROLLO. His "virgin love"?! By Hell, this is too much! 
Matilda, think you only of the touch 
Of impudent, lying rascals, while your pappy 
Waits but a dozen words to make him happy? 


MATILDA. Edward is neither impudent nor lying! 


Why, he would prove his love for me by dying! 


DEVIL. Away, Sir Rollo. The scamp still has "congealed," 
"Wield," "camel," "trammel,” "enamel," "sealed, "revealed," 
And any dozen other rhymes divine— 
And after the song, he will be in to dine. 


[ They go aside. MATILDA welcomes EDWARD in. The chamber darkens. | 


ROLLO. My virtues ruin me! If I had hanged 
That scoundrel Edward ere his harp he'd twanged 
My niece had sung my ave twice by now! 


DEVIL. He's not for you to hang. In two month's time 
He's due to kill the Baron. For this crime 
He'll be beheaded—her name on his lips— 
And she will instantly plan two long trips 
To foreign lands, where she will take as lovers 
A monk, a gardener, ostler, groom, two glovers, 
And finally a noble earl, who'll wed her 
But die of drink an hour ere he can bed her. 


ROLLO. [Suspicious.] I think you know too much to make fair bets. 


DEVIL. No help for that. But hark! There's flageolets! 
They summon every noble guest to feast. 
Take heart, sir—there is bound to be a priest. 


ROLLO. A priest? A feast? In my castle? At this hour? 


DEVIL. Come quick, Sir Soul, before the wine goes sour! 


SCENE 3. The great hall. RANDAL and his BOUNDERS and a PRIEST are 
drinking uproariously. 


TELLER. They rushed off to the great hall, where the tables 
Were piled high with rich dishes, as in fables. 
The guests were toasting one another loudly, 
And on his throne Baron Randal slobbered proudly. 
To lift himself from an almighty funk 
He'd commanded: 


RANDAL. It is my royal pleasure to be drunk. 


[The BOUNDERS, PRIEST, and RANDAL raise a royal noise. ROLLO and 
the DEVIL enter. | 


ROLLO. Sir Randal! 
RANDAL. Holy Mother! Rollo lives! 
[Confusion in the hall.] 


DEVIL. No, good my lord, he's dead as dirt, but here 
Upon an urgent business. Pray give ear. 


ROLLO. The demon saith justly, Nephew. I 
Am come upon a trifling matter. Thy 
Quick service is essential. 


RANDAL. I will do 
Most anything I can, Uncle, for you. 


ROLLO. You may give me life eternal before God. 
RANDAL. [Not pleased.] Eternal life? 


ROLLO. I mean life spiritual, clod! 
Let me explain... 


[He takes RANDAL aside as the DEVIL begins to entertain the BOUNDERS and 
PRIEST with magic tricks and bawdy jokes.] 


TELLER. While lost Sir Rollo filled 
His nephew in on his great store of guilt, 
The Devil did his best to entertain 
The godless crew with conjuring tricks, champagne, 
And bawdy tales. 


[The BOUNDERS and PRIEST applaud a trick.] 
So popular he became 
That even the priest addressed him by his name, 
And with his utmost eloquence he tried 


To talk him out of his irreligious pride. 


PRIEST. Now Lucifer, even thou mayst not deny 
The honesty of scripture. 


DEVIL. Padre, I 


Was there when it was taken down. A hack 

Was hired to put it into white and black 

Because the disciples, blessed in Heaven's sight, 

Did not, by Heaven's will, know how to write! 

A woeful pack, of awesome ignorance— 

That's why the Bible doesn't make much sense. 
They mixed up the accounts through drink and vice, 
And added in the naughty parts for spice. 


PRIEST. But the Epistles— 


DEVIL. Paul's? Now there was one 
Who never in his life had any fun. 
A raging, mad, repressed old dogmatist 
Who died a virgin. 


BOUNDERS, PRIEST. Oh! 


DEVIL. Never even kissed. 
Why do you think he was so hard on those 
Who know what life is for? 


[RANDAL and ROLLO rejoin the others. | 


RANDAL. May I impose? 
Father Peter, our kinsman is condemned for lack 
Of a single ave. 


TELLER. Behind the reverend back 
The Devil slipped the missal from his pocket 
And o'er the ave's page, quick as a rocket, 
He glued a short and most irreverent ditty. 
The Priest cried out— 


PRIEST. Condemned! Ah, what a pity! 
ROLLO. And wilt thou say it for me? 


PRIEST. Gladly, sir. 
‘Twill prove my point to good friend Lucifer. 


[The PRIEST, very drunk, opens his missal and intones.] 


PRIEST. My pulpit is an ale-house bench 
Whereon I sit so jolly; 
A smiling rosy country wench 
My patron saint so holy. 


I kiss her cheek so red and sleek, 
I press her ringlets wavy. 

And in her willing ear I speak 

A most religious ave. 


[The BOUNDERS, RANDAL, and DEVIL fold their hands and 
intone with him.] 


ALL but ROLLO. And if I'm blind, yet heaven is kind, 
And holy saints forgiving; 
For sure he leads a right good life 
Who thus admires good living. 
Above they say, our flesh is air, 
Our blood celestial ichor: 
Oh, grant! mid all the changes there, 
They may not change our liquor! 


[The PRIEST and BOUNDERS collapse in hilarity.] 


TELLER. And with this pious wish, in pious rhythm 
The priest passed out, and all the rabble with him. 


RANDAL. Forgive us, Uncle, we cannot be of service. 
The priest has failed, and, all the saints preserve us, 
There's not another man left anywhere 
Who hath the faintest idea of a prayer. 
[He collapses on the heap. The DEVIL wraps his tail round ROLLO's neck.] 
ROLLO. It's my own fault. I hanged the last confessor. 


DEVIL. You've one chance left, Sir Rollo. Come on. 


ROLLO. Yes, sir. 
[To RANDAL. ] 
Good night, you sot! 
RANDAL. Wa wa wa. 
DEVIL. And to you, 


Good gentlemen, not goodbye, but—adieu! 
[A clock begins to strike midnight.] 


Before the clock's done striking we'll be where 
Your sainted brother keeps his sacred lair. 


SCENE 4. IGNATIUS's cell. ROLLO and the DEVIL appear outside. 


TELLER. Before dark midnight's final toll had struck 
The Devil flew him to his last try for luck. 


ROLLO. You seem too well acquainted with the way. 


DEVIL. Of course. I visit your brother most every day. 
You don't stand a chance here. 


ROLLO. Why? 


DEVIL. Your brother's bound 
By me to never utter holy sound 
Or say a prayer, on forfeit of his soul— 
It's only blasphemy that keeps him whole. 
That's why he's holed up in this hermitage. 
The brethren think he's some great holy sage, 
But actually he couldn't officiate 
At Mass, or I would slap him on my plate! 


ROLLO. Thou false and traitorous devil! Lying engager! 
And you knew this when we made up our wager? 


DEVIL. Undoubtedly. You surely don't think I'd chose 
A bet if there were any chance I'd lose? 


ROLLO. Had you not been by me on these occasions 
I'd surely wrung a prayer from my relations. 


DEVIL. And so I took good care to go with thee. 
But if you'd see your brother alone—there. You're free. 
I'll stand outside five minutes. Not a minute more. 
Cheer up, Sir Rollo. He's behind that door. 
[The DEVIL exits laughing. Sound of a clock ticking.] 


TELLER. Alone, despairing, Rollo felt the ticking 
Seconds pass like red-hot pitchforks pricking. 


[ROLLO expresses despair in pantomime. | 


TELLER. At last he entered in his brother's room, 
Not hoping for success, but dreading doom. 


[IGNATIUS is discovered in the midst of sorcery. Eerie sounds.] 


IGNATIUS. [Chanting.] Curucullus mervellullus 
Estens quivens ed portcullus 
Ibid arbororum macro 
Iglut uglot simulacro 
Slimmen fall dubarry valus 
Women all should marry sailors 


[ROLLO enters. ] 
Oh! 
ROLLO. Ignatius! Ignatius! 


IGNATIUS. [Like Scrooge.] Spirit, what art thou? 
Why do you, Spirit, come to haunt me now? 


ROLLO. [Improvising wildly.] Iam the shade of thy long-buried brother. 
IGNATIUS. Whence come you, Spectre? 


ROLLO. I come from Paradise 
To lead you from your devilish path of vice. 
Five minutes since St. Peter informed me 
Of your black pact with Hell; that, for a fee, 
You sold your soul to Lucifer! **Rollo, speed," 
St. Peter said, ‘to save him in his need! 
Go tell the wretch there's but one way to escape 
And break the bond that got him in this scrape." 


IGNATIUS. And how may that be? I have been deceived! 
I gave my soul, and like a fool believed 
I'd rule the world! But neither princely raiment 
Nor wealth, nor women, has the Devil given in payment. 


ROLLO. I'll tell thee. Before St. Peter had finished 
I'd left the bless'd abode where (ranks diminished 
Because of earth's sin) the angels sit, and raced 
Here, where I find thee narrowly disgraced. 
** Thy brother,’ quoth the Saint, **hath but a day 
To live ere Satan comes to claim his prey. 
If he'd escape, he'll boldly break his word 
And sing an ave!" And he didn't mean the bird! 


IGNATIUS. I must not. 


ROLLO. Brother! 


IGNATIUS. If I do, I'm dead. 
I'm sorry, but that's what the contract said. 


ROLLO. But brother, your immortal soul's at stake! 
Say on, or else my heavenly heart will break! 


IGNATIUS. It's the express condition of the deed: 
One prayer and I am Lucifer's. Here, read. 


ROLLO. It's the express condition of the Saint! 
Kneel, brother—pray! And Lucifer's complaint 
Will be drowned out by choirs of heavenly voices. 


[ The sound of ticking swells. ] 
One minute left! Damnation—bliss—your choice is—? 


[A moment of indecision. ROLLO almost swoons. Then IGNATIUS 
kneels resolutely. ] 


IGNATIUS. Ave Maria 
Gratia plena, 
Dominus tecum; 
Benedicta tu in mulieribus; 
Et benedictus fructus ventris tui; 
Sancta Maria, 
Mater Dei, 
Ora pro nobis peccatoribus 
Nunc et hora mortis nostrae. 
Amen! 


ROLLO. Amen! 
CHORUS. [Off.] Amen! Amen! 
[A horrible noise as the DEVIL sweeps in and seizes IGNATIUS. ] 

DEVIL. AMEN! 
TELLER. As quick as justice, up the Devil sprang 

And seized poor Father Ignatius in his fang. 

Ignatius screamed and swore, took back his ave, 

Called Rollo every loathsome sort of knavey. 

He cursed and groaned like twenty drunken sailors. 


The Devil pitched him to Hell, to trained impalers. 


[The DEVIL hurls IGNATIUS to Hell. ] 


SCENE 5. In the sky. Stars are seen, and heavenly music is heard. 


ROLLO. [Calling.] Don't fret, dear brother! In just a year or two 
You would have found yourself in the same stew. 


DEVIL. You've won the bet, Sir Rollo—my sincere 
Congratulations. I think our ways part here. 


[A pair of angel's wings descends. ROLLO gleefully puts them on 
and takes up a cardboard harp.| 


TELLER. The Devil vanished in a puff of smoke, 
Impatient to begin his newest joke. 
And glad Sir Rollo, sainted now, ascended. 
And so, 'mid heavenly song, the tale is ended. 


Chorale sung to the tune of Bach's * ‘Ich dank' dir, lieber Herre." 
Remember thy Creator now, while in the days of youth; 
To your Divine Redeemer bow, and seek the ways of truth. 


For they who seek Him young find pardon for every sin, 
A calm of conscience, peace of mind, and endless glory win. 


THE END 


